Malabsorption may contribute to malnutrition in the elderly.
Malnutrition, either actually malnourished or at risk, is present in 80% of the elderly population presenting to hospital for admission. Although many factors contribute to this situation, one yet to be explored is malabsorption. We therefore aimed to assess nutritional status as well as the prevalence of altered mucosal permeability and celiac disease among a group of elderly patients presenting for rehabilitation. Forty-eight subjects were recruited (16 females) with a mean age of 83.7 (SD 6.1), body mass index 21.8 kg/m(2) (SD 3.9), mini-nutritional assessment (MNA) 19.5 (SD 3.4). They had no current gastrointestinal symptoms and undertook an assessment of mucosal permeability using the dual sugar absorption test of lactulose (7.5 g) and rhamnose (1 g). Ten of the 48 subjects had increased mucosal permeability with an L:R ration ranging from 0.0860 to 7.706 (N 0.01-0.08). These subjects were all at risk or malnourished according to the MNA score and they had a significantly lower mean MNA score of 17.2 (SD 3.5) compared to normal absorbers with a mean of 19.5 (SD 3.4). Two of the subjects had positive tissue trans-glutaminase antibodies. The higher risk of potential malabsorption in this elderly population has significant implications both for nutritional supplementation and for drug absorption as well as being a possible major contributor to malnutrition.